Promoting continence: simple strategies with major impact.
Urinary incontinence is a common problem, especially among women, yet it remains underreported and undertreated. This is partly due to patients' beliefs that little can be done and partly due to healthcare professionals' perception that treatment is limited to surgery, advanced behavioral strategies requiring specialized equipment, or containment devices. Nurses are in a strategic position to reduce the incidence of incontinence by teaching bladder health strategies (ie, fluid management, appropriate voiding intervals, constipation prevention, weight control, smoking cessation, and pelvic muscle exercises), actively assessing patients for incontinence, and initiating appropriate referrals and primary interventions. Patients with significant neurologic deficits, structural abnormalities such as pelvic organ prolapse, or urinary retention should be referred for further workup. However, most patients can be treated with primary continence restoration strategies, which include identifying and correcting reversible factors such as urinary tract infection or atrophic urethritis; instruction in pelvic floor muscle exercises; and instruction regarding urge inhibition strategies. Implementing these simple strategies can significantly improve bladder function and continence in the majority of patients.